President's Notes
Dear Colleagues,
Have you seen our Facebook page recently?
If not, read on ....
The Facebook page for the Jussi
Bjorling Society-USA is our greatest
potential tool to spread the word about our
tenor. Please look at it anew:
https:l/www.facebook.com/pages!JussiBjorling-Society-USN29715116469
David and Vivienne Hill have
accepted the opportunity from the Board
of Directors to become our official Facebook programmers.
Paul Galbraith also has been assisting in recent months,
with valuable postings. What a difference they are making!
Now that we have new content being posted on a
regular basis, we have a need from each ofyou. Please go to
our Facebook page regularly (as in "often") and "like" the
page. Then "like" or "share" specific entries on your own
Facebook page. This will quickly extend the message about
both our Facebook page, and our favorite subject of}ussi
Bjorling.
Many people today who have great enthusiasm for
opera and opera singers, may not know the name of Jussi
Bjorling. Facebook is among the most logical resources
available to us to newly reveal what we already know about
Jussi Bjorling.
So I urge you to become involved in our effort. Be
demonstrative with your passion. Even open a personal
Facebook account if you don't have one, and let's have
a rollicking good time extending the reach of the Jussi
Bjorling Society-USA!
Opportunities continue! We seek a member to keep
our stock of books, CDs, DVDs, etc. This person(s) also
would be responsible for mailing out orders to other Society
members. If you are the one to assist the Board and the
members of the JBS-USA as our Fulfillment Specialist,
please step forward. We're anxious to hear from you (see
email address below).
And finally, salutations and appreciation to Tom Hines,
Sue Flaster, and Dan Shea for alerting information for this
Newsletter.
We hope you are inspired with what you read. Perhaps
you have your own Jussi experience you would like to share?
Please write and send it to me at codyite@gmail.com.
Walter B. Rudolph, President
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What Caruso Would Have Thought
by Lee Alperin

Jussi Bjorling in Caruso's Canio costume with Dorothy Caruso

t is not likely interest in the voice of}ussi Bjorling will ever draw
to a close. One reason is there will always be another generation
on the horizon to discover him after the previous one has had its
turn. Those in the latter group include many who had actually heard
the tenor in person. The new generation, of
course, will not have had the opportunity.
With this in mind, one other group should be
included among those never having had the
chance to hear him. Its time ended prior to
Jussi's emergence on the opera stage.
So what of this throw-back generation?
Why should anyone care what it thinks? Its
day has passed. Singers change. Styles change.
Still it should be remembered in that generaLee Alperin
tion Verdi and Puccini were able to exercise
their authority over the way their works
should be performed. Caruso knew Puccini, and his views would have
been significant for singers of our day.
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At least semi-officially the baton
had already been passed from Caruso to
Bji:irling. On a We the People TV broadcast,
February 16, 1951, Mrs. Dorothy Caruso,
widow of the tenor, presented Bjorling
with her late husband's Canio (I pagliacci)
costume and remarked, "You have the old
Italian school of singing. You're the only
one worthy to wear his mantle, bear Rico's
crown:• (Anna-Lisa Bjorling and Andrew
Farkas, Jussi, Amadeus Press, 1996, p. 196)
Generally one doesn't come across
much outright criticism of Bjorling's voice
or of its regal standing in the field of opera
performance. There have been isolated mutterings from the Italian verismo set that the
Bjorling sound was not Italian enough. Of
course when dealing with subjective matters in the arts, especially with an ultra-select group like tenors, there are no rules. All
views are hatched in the ear. Nevertheless,
even if the attributes of opera singers cannot be determined by the scientific method,
some judgments may be considered more
authoritative than others. Among the socalled experts it might not be amiss to bring
Arturo Toscanini in on the discussion. If
anyone had, it was he who presided almost
single-handedly over the world of Italian
opera from the late nineteenth century
through much of the twentieth.
Toscanini found nothing about the
Bjorling sound that could be alien or unnatural to the quality expected in Italian opera.
In conve~sation with Metropolitan Opera
baritone Giuseppe Valdengo, Toscanini remarked of Bji:irling, "What a beautiful voice
and what fine singing, all on the breath, a
perfect technique ... and his diction is very
good too:' Toscanini continued, "Tucker has
a fine voice ... and perhaps is a little more
dramatic .. . but Bji:irling's voice has a more
Italian color!" (Jussi, p. 247)
Few people would question Toscanini's
authority to comment on a singer's "Italian
color:' His views ought to settle other miscellaneous carpings. Having Toscanini on
Bjorling's side should be credentials enough
for anyone. During Toscanini's 1954 season
with the NBC Symphony he chose to present A Masked Ball. He was aware it would

Arturo Toscanini's autographed
photo to Jussi Bjorling

be the last opera he would conduct. He
literally begged NBC (though Samuel
Chotzinoff) to obtain Bjorling for the
role of Riccardo. (Samuel Chotzinoff,
Toscanini: An Intimate Portrait. Knopf.
1956, p.138; also Jussi, pp. 247-248).
It would be interesting to take
a step further and ask what Caruso
himself should have thought of
Jussi's voice. It may well be impossible to elicit his opinion directly
but not impossible indirectly.
It has long been known Caruso
found his position as the "world's greatest
tenor" difficult. His most pressing problem
was to feel paralyzed by nerves before an appearance and fear himself unable to utter a
sound. He was also a superstitious man who
would refuse to sing if on the day of his performance someone gave him the "evil eye:'
Nevertheless, he was generous to colleagues
even though he viewed himself as a victim
to the claques of rivals. During his career
the person with whom he had the greatest
rapport artistically and felt to be a kindred
spirit was the premiere Verdi soprano of
her day, Rosa Ponselle. Ponselle claimed
to "possess the same musical instincts that
he (Caruso) had. (Rosa Ponselle and James
Drake: Ponselle: A Singers Life, Doubleday &
Company, Inc., 1982, p. 67.) Thus her view
of Bji:irling could stand not only for what Caruso would have thought, but also for what
the opera community of her day would.
Phonograph records preserve for
future generations the flawless vocalism ofJussi Bjiirling, who remains
a major influence on todays tenors.
Bjiirling was still in his twenties
when he made his Metropolitan debut as Rodolfo in La boheme. I first
heard ofhim through my longtime
friend Milton Cross, who had introduced him to the American radio
public in 1937. In Baltimore after
the war, I saw his Rodolfo, with Licia
Albanese a_n ideal Mimi. Among all

the tenors ofhis day, at least for the
sheer perfection ofhis singing, he
had first claim to the company ofthe
great tenors of my time. He combined the best of their assets in his
singing and boasted one of the most
perfectly produced voices ever heard.
It was shimmering and silvery, but
when used fortissimo it rang out
like a finely cast bell. Had he been a
more inspiring performer on-stage,
he might've been compared with
Caruso. Yet his good taste was so apparent that one overlooked his rather
workman-like characterizations.
(Ponselle A Singers Life, p. 198)
For Ponselle to claim that Bjorling was
the singer best able to have "first claim to the
company of the great tenors of my time" is
a compliment of the highest order. Though
the words were Ponselle's, it was also Caruso
speaking here. Bjorling, had he lived to read
them, would have understood that.
As has long been known, Bjorling fans
emanate not only from the listening public
but from those who have chosen to follow
in his stead upon the opera stage. Thus Ponselle gave Bjorling an indirect compliment
by describing the effect his singing has had
on some of the premiere tenors of the day
like Placido Domingo and Luciano Pavarotti. Writing of Domingo, she expressed
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A Jussi-Inspired Poem
rancis Charles Webb-Wagg (1925-1973) was an Australian poet who published
under the name Francis Webb. Diagnosed as suffering from schizophrenia, he
spent most of his adult life in and out of psychiatric hospitals. His output was
prolific and his work has often been published in anthologies.
Francis Webb was born in Adelaide, South Australia. His father was a musician and Director of the North Sydney Academy of Music before moving to Adelaide where he became
the owner of a piano importing business. Webb entered Sydney University on a full scholarship, but left within the first year. From 1943-45
he served in the Royal Australian Air Force, moving to Canada in 1946.
His first published poems came in 1948, and then he was off to England
where he was first admitted to a mental asylum. He continued to write,
alternating his time between Australia and England. Francis Webb died
on 27 November 1973 in Sydney's Rydalmere Psychiatric Hospital.
Sir Herbert Read (the leading British critic in his day) compared
Webb's work with that ofBoris Pasternak, Rainer Maria Rilke and T. S.
Eliot. He considered Webb "one of the greatest poets of our time, and
one of the most unjustly neglected poets of the centurY:'
Francis Webb
Here is his poem in memory of Jussi Bji:irling.
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the view that "he was an excellent musician .
.. and had a ringing middle and upper voice
that often reminded one of Jussi Bjorling's:•
It did, though, come as a bit of a surprise
when Ponselle wrote that Pavarotti's voice at
the beginning of his career had a "sparkling
silvery timbre ... reminiscent ofBjorling's:' Ponselle explains that "Pavarotti was
inspired both by Jussi Bjorling and Giuseppe
di Stefano. He wanted to strive for Bjorling's
flawless vocalism and style and di Stefano's
ability to communicate with an audience:•
(Ponselle: A Singer's Life, p.198)
Ponselle ended her comments about
Bji:irling with the following. "Though his life,
like Caruso's, was much too brief, he kept his
magnificent voice and technique till the very
end:' (Ponselle: A Singer's Life, p.198).
Life is always too short. (Ars longa, Vita
brevis). Still, even if it should be that the
lives of the artistically blessed are sometimes the briefest, they are still the best
remembered.

***
Lee Alperin (FinnLee@verizon.net) is a
retired NYC high school English teacher
who writes articles on Education issues,
Finnish history, and classical music. His
article on Arturo Toscanini, Maestro
Furioso, can be found on the JBS-USA
website at http://www.jussibjorli11gsociety.
org!maestro-furioso.html.
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Nessun Dorma by Francis Webb
(In memory ofJussi Bjorling)
Past six o'clock. I have prayed. No one is sleeping.
I have wandered past the old maternity home's
Red stone fermented by centuries; and there comes
New light, new light; and the cries of the rooks sweeping
To their great nests are guerilla light in a fusion
- Murmurs, echoes, plainsong; and the night
Will be all an abyss and depth of light between
Two shorelines in labour: birth and death. 0 passion
(One light in the hospital window) of quickening light,
0 foetus quaking towards light, sound the gaunt green,
Trawl Norfolk, and make shiver the window-blind,
Harass nebulae for Bji:irling. Find him, find.
And now the bar, the feeble light, glissade
Of tables and glasses, and the mantel-set
Intoning his death. Broad tender sunlights fret
Our twilight, his remembered voice has laid
Cock-crow and noon upon harrowed palms of the sill.
0 broad light and tender, lucent aria,
Lacerate my paling cheeklines with the steep
Bequest oflight and tears, flood me until
The man is the dawning child; be anathema
To man-made darkness. No one, no one shall sleep
Till the cry of the infant emergent, lame and white,
Is the cry of a soul gone towering towards the Light.
- from Collected Poems by Francis Webb, edited and introduced by Toby Davidson

